Prolactin Dependence in Human Breast Cancer
Continuing to apply the methodology described in detail elsewhere (Salih, Flax & Hobbs 1972; Salih, Flax, Brander & Hobbs 1972) , the breast cancer tissues from 100 women have to date been studied after being in tissue culture for twentyfour hours, with or without added hormones. Six patterns have emerged: in vitro independence (48 %), or dependence on cestrogen only (11 %), prolactin only (15 %), androgen only (11 %), both prolactin and cestrogen (10%) or both prolactin and androgen (6%). Prolactin dependence has therefore been demonstrated in vitro in 31 % of patients; it is commonest before the menopause (50 %), falling at and soon after menopause (24 %) to 32% of those more than five years since the menopause.
Dose-response evaluations indicate that 8 % of women show dependence at prolactin concentrations in the tissue culture fluid at the lower limit of normal for women (6 ng/ml). A hypophysectomy would need to be very good to abrogate such levels, perhaps explaining why Joplin (1965) assessed good responses to such treatment as occurring in only 25 % of patients.
Figs 1 and 2 show results in patients after operative hypophysectomy; three failed to show tumour regression and although growth hormone levels might suggest a successful operation, it can be seen that prolactin levels rose again; five had good tumour regression in keeping with the abolition of measurable prolactin. (Dr A R Boyns of the Tenovus Institute, Cardiff, measured the hormone levels.)
This new approach of directly assessing, by in vitro tissue survival, the hormone dependence of the individual's breast cancer seems to offer a fair guide to the clinical responsiveness to antihormonal measures (to date 28 of 29 predictions have been correct on follow up). It may enable us to select the third of patients who might respond to a good hypophysectomy or indeed suppression of prolactin levels by 2-Br-a-ergocryptine. The importance of monitoring prolactin levels during such treatments has been demonstrated.
